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‘The Advance Guard of Civilization’

The Impact of Railroad Development on the History and Economy of Arkansas and the Nation
Social Studies – 6 – 8 (U.S. History, Arkansas History, World History, Civics, etc.);
English Language Arts; Geography
This unit explores the development of railroads and their impact on the economic development
of Arkansas through the use of primary and secondary sources. Students will read newspaper
articles and pamphlet excerpts to understand how the railroads affected industry and settlement
across the state. A list of various activities related to original primary and secondary resources
allows teacher the flexibility to choose parts of this lesson plan to use and adapt to various types
of students.
Essential Question:
How did the development of railroads in Arkansas impact the state’s economic system?
Common Core State Standards:
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.1; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.2; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.3; CCSS.ELALiteracy.RH.6-8.4; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.5; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.6; CCSS.ELALiteracy.RH.6-8.7; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.8; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.9; CCSS.ELALiteracy.RH.6-8.10
Arkansas Department of Education Curriculum Frameworks:
RP.6.AH.7-8.3; RP.6.AH.7-8.4; W.7.AH.7-8.2; G.1.AH.9-12.2; G.1.AH.9-12.3; G.1.AH.9-12.5;
RP.6.AH.9-12-4; W.7.AH.9-12.3
Possible literature resources related to the lesson plan:
Stop the Train by Geraldine McCaughrean (2007); Once Upon a Town: The Miracle of the North
Platte Canteen by Bob Greene (2003); The Ghost Road by George W. Ogden (1936); A Yankee
Dared by Frank J. Nevins (1933); David Vallory by Francis Lynde (1919); Main Street by Sinclair
Lewis (1920); The Wind Blew West by Edwin M. Lanham (1935); The Gilded Age by Mark Twain
(1873); The Dollmaker by Harriette Arnow (1954); The Road by John Ehle (1967)
Railroad Vocabulary
Roswell Beebe
Hub

Bond
Import

Powell Clayton
Industry

Jay Gould
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Roswell Beebe – (1795-1856) Community leader and politician in Pulaski County, Arkansas. He
co-founded the first railroad company in Arkansas, the Cairo and Fulton Railroad.
Bond – A legal financial instrument that is issued by a company or government in order to borrow
money. The bond is the contract between the borrower and the entity that lent the money
promising to pay a certain amount of interest in exchange for borrowing.
Powell Clayton – (1833-1914) Ninth Governor of Arkansas. Vowed to promote the expansion of
railroads in Arkansas as governor. Issued government bonds in support of railroad development.
Jay Gould – (1836-1892) New York industrialist and railroad tycoon. Founded what would
become the Little Rock and Fort Smith Railroad.
Hub – A center point on a railroad line where travelers or goods would be loaded from one means
of transportation to another. Many towns in Arkansas served as hubs on their respective rail line.
Import – The process of bringing in goods for sale from a manufacturer outside of a regional
market. The opposite is exporting, which is the process of sending goods for sale to a market
outside of a region.
Industry – The action of processing raw resources, such as minerals, into finished goods in
factories. The railroads helped spur industry in Arkansas by making it easier to ship goods from
one place to another.
Background Information:
Economic development depends on many factors. Besides the obvious factor, labor, one of the
most important of these factors is transportation. Not only is transportation crucial to growing
a population in a town, but it is also important for the local industries. The timber industry needs
to have the ability to ship wood to sawmills that were often some distance away. Mining
operations need to be able to ship its ore to steel mills in the northeast and midwest. Before the
coming of the railroad, these were often difficult operations requiring the use of rivers combined
with the use of wagons on roads. In Arkansas the road system was poorly developed, leaving
many parts of the state without good transportation. As a result, many of the state’s economic
resources remained undeveloped for much of the nineteenth century.
The railroad would attempt to solve many of the problems of development in the state. Railroad
development in the state was difficult in the first half of the nineteenth century. Roswell Beebe,
a community leader in Little Rock, formed a railroad company to develop railroads in Arkansas in
1853. Although this new company, the Cairo and Fulton Railroad, was promising, it would be
1871 before the railroad would come to be a reality. The Civil War curtailed any work on the
railroad, and after the war the company suffered financial problems before finally being able to
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start work. In the meantime, Arkansas would lag behind the rest of the southern states due to
its lack of railroad development.
After the Civil War, Governor Powell Clayton had as one of his main goals the development of
railroads in the state. He supported legislation in the Arkansas Legislature to allow the issuance
of bonds to pay for railroad development. As a result, several railroad companies sprang up
across the state with plans to develop railroads. Many town leaders saw the economic benefit
of attracting railroads to build through their towns. Town leaders lobbied railroad companies to
consider their towns for railroad traffic. Lobbyists soon realized that the railroad offered a
growth in population, easy transportation of goods and travelers, and could draw commerce to
their towns at a rate that had not been seen in the past. By 1880, there were 859 miles of track
in the state, and the number of railroad lines continued to expand into the twentieth century.
As a result of the railroads, the population of Arkansas often shifted from region to region. Prior
to the coming of the railroad, towns would be built on rivers or navigable streams that would
allow for easy access. Now with the development of railroads, towns could be located anywhere.
Also, no longer would industries need to be located near rivers for transport their goods to
markets. Now, the railroad gave easy access to resources across the state. Towns sprang up
overnight; small towns saw their populations explode. Towns that were lucky to be hubs for
railroads especially saw large population growth. Leslie, which had a population of fifty in 1902,
had a population of 1,898 in 1910.
Railroad development also brought in a large immigrant population. Many Germans fleeing
government persecution of Catholics in their home country came to America to work on railroad
construction. They were given land in payment for their work and they settled in newly created
railroad towns across the state such as Conway and Morrilton. Many of these towns still have
large German-American Catholic populations.
In fact, areas that were not lucky enough to have railroad service suffered. Some towns that
were once thriving economically found themselves losing their economic status to other towns
that were on the railroad lines. A case in point is the town of Powhatan, the county seat of
Lawrence County in the nineteenth century, which had been the leading economic town in the
county until the 1880s. Powhatan’s economic power was built on its location on the Black River
where merchants could easily ship their goods. As the railroad approached, Powhatan hoped to
attract the railroad, but its elevation made it difficult for railroad companies to build towards the
town. Instead, the railroad came through surrounding towns instead. Eventually, Powhatan
became less important economically and even lost its place as county seat to Walnut Ridge, which
was on a prominent railroad line.
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Railroads brought a number of economic benefits to the state. The timber industry saw a boom
in production. Many timber forests which in the past were considered too far from navigable
waterways were now accessible and could now be harvested. Agriculture also benefited greatly
from railroads. No longer would growers need to ship their goods by boat, they could now use
the faster and more reliable railroad.
There were some downsides to the growth of railroad traffic. Textile imports grew in the state,
which caused the decline of cotton exports. Many towns that were prominent cotton producing
towns such as Helena and Cotton Plant, began to see a decline in their economic power.
Merchants across the country were able to import textiles from the Northeast of the United
States much easier, causing the reduction of demand for Arkansas cotton and textiles.
On the other hand, the state saw the development of factories. Factories for developing finished
goods sprang up all over the state, spurring economic growth unseen in the state in the past. The
railroads spurred industry due to the ease in transporting finished goods to market. In the end,
railroads were crucial to the development of the state’s economy and society.
To learn more about the impact of railroads on Arkansas’s economic development, read the
following Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and Culture articles:
Railroads in Arkansas
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=1185
Cairo and Fulton Railroad
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2422
Mississippi, Ouachita, and Red River Railroad
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=3473
Memphis and Little Rock Railroad (M&LR)
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2304
Little Rock and Fort Smith Railroad
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=6487
German Immigration
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2731
Cotton Industry
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=2092
St. Louis–San Francisco Railway
4

Arkansas railroad development lesson plan, Arkansas State Archives, Little Rock, Arkansas.
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=5102
Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railway
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=5101
Missouri and North Arkansas Railroad (M&NA)
http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=5103
Activities
Activity 1. Analyzing arguments about railroad development
1. Have students read the passage from the 1884 pamphlet, Arkansas and Its Resources.
2. Ask students to make a list of the benefits to Arkansas’ economy that the author claims is
the result of the railroad expansion.
Activity 2. Understanding cause and effect in railroad development
1. Have the students read the editorial in the Arkansas Gazette, February 11, 1885.
2. Download or print a “cause and effect matrix” and distribute it to the class. A source for
the matrix can be found at
http://www.fortheteachers.org/Printables/Cause_and_Effect_Matrix.pdf
3. In the left hand column, write Population, Timber Industry, Agriculture, and
Manufacturing.
4. In the “cause” column, write “Railroads” in each field in the column.
5. Have the students list in the “effect” column how the railroad affected each category
based on the editorial.
Activity 3. Write letters in favor of railroad expansion
1. Read the newspaper article in the Arkansas Gazette, April 20, 1880, about the town of
Augusta trying to get a railroad in their town.
2. Have the students imagine themselves as residents of the town. Ask them to write a letter
to the mayor of Augusta asking him to support bringing the railroad to their town. Ask
them to give reasons why he should support their plan based on readings.
Activity 4. Understand how railroads improved transportation
1. Have students read the letter from John B. Davies to Colonel A.S. Livermore.
2. What challenges does the author highlight about traveling by boat on the river?
3. How might railroad travel be more beneficial?
Other Resources on history of railroads in the United States
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“The Development of Arkansas Railroads Part I,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly, Vol. 7 (1948),
pp. 103-140
“Settlement across Northern Arkansas as Influenced by the Missouri & North Arkansas
Railroad,” Arkansas Historical Quarterly, Vol. 33 (1974), pp. 273-292.
Online maps and historical data on railroad history from the University of Tennessee at
Knoxville
http://libguides.utk.edu/map/railroad
Historic railroad maps from the Library of Congress
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/connections/railroad-maps/file.html
Teacher guide and resources from the Railroad Museum of Pennsylvania
http://www.rrmuseumpa.org/education/
Resources about railroads from the Texas State Library and Archives Commission
https://www.tsl.texas.gov/exhibits/texasintransition/index.html
Primary source material from the Historic Pullman Foundation
http://www.pullmanil.org/links.htm
“Railroads and the Making of Modern America” resources from the University of Nebraska at
Lincoln
http://railroads.unl.edu/
Historic railroad photographs from the Center for Railroad Photography
http://www.railroadheritage.org/
Online Railroad History Exhibit from the Northwest Railway Museum
https://www.trainmuseum.org/index.php/about-us/online-exhibit
Online Transcontinental Railroad Exhibit from the Central Pacific Railroad Photographic History
Museum
http://cprr.org/Museum/Exhibits.html
America On the Move: Online history of transportation exhibit from the Smithsonian National
Museum of American History
http://amhistory.si.edu/onthemove/

This lesson is funded in part by the Arkansas Humanities Council
6

